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REDISCOVERING A WILDERNESS CLASSIC: MY SIDE OF THE MOUNTAIN BY JEAN
CRAIGHEAD GEORGE

In an era dominated by digital  screens and constant connectivity,  few books capture the raw,
untamed call of the wild quite like My Side of the Mountain by Jean Craighead George. This
timeless piece of children’s literature has inspired generations of readers to dream of a simpler, self-
sufficient  life.  Since its  publication in  1959,  the story of  Sam Gribley,  a  young boy who runs away
from his  crowded New York City home to live alone in the Catskill  Mountains,  has become a
cornerstone of survival fiction. But what is it  about this particular novel that continues to resonate
with readers more than six decades later? In this comprehensive article, we will explore the plot,
themes, characters,  and the enduring legacy of My Side Of The Mountain Jean Craighead
George created, and why it deserves a permanent place on every bookshelf.

About the Author: Jean Craighead George
To  truly  appreciate  the  depth  of  My  Side  Of  The  Mountain,  one  must  first  understand  the
remarkable woman behind the words. Jean Craighead George was not merely a writer; she was a
naturalist, an adventurer, and a passionate advocate for the environment. Born in Washington, D.C.,
in 1919, George grew up in a family that valued the outdoors. Her father was an entomologist, and
her  childhood  was  spent  camping,  fishing,  and  learning  to  identify  plants  and  animals.  This  deep,
hands-on connection with nature is the very foundation upon which her most famous work is built.
George went on to write over 100 books for young readers, earning a Newbery Medal for Julie of
the Wolves and numerous other accolades. However, it is My Side of the Mountain that remains
her most beloved and widely recognized achievement. She didn't just research wilderness survival;
she lived it. George often spent time in the woods, practicing the very skills she attributed to Sam
Gribley. She learned to identify edible plants, build shelters, and train falcons. This authenticity
bleeds through every page, giving the novel a sense of authority and magic that purely fabricated
stories lack. The legacy of Jean Craighead George is one of teaching children to respect, observe,
and love the natural world.

A DETAILED PLOT SUMMARY OF MY SIDE OF THE MOUNTAIN

The story begins with Sam Gribley, a twelve-year-old boy living in a cramped apartment in New York
City with his large family. Feeling suffocated by the noise and the lack of space, Sam makes a bold
decision. He runs away. His destination is his great-grandfather's abandoned farmland in the Catskill
Mountains, located near the town of Delhi. Sam carries little more than a penknife, a ball of cord, an
axe, $40, and a flint and steel. His journey is the ultimate test of the survival genre in children’s
literature.

Early Struggles and Adaptation
Upon arriving at the mountain, Sam quickly realizes that the romanticized version of wilderness
living is far from the reality. He fails miserably at first. He is cold, wet, hungry, and lost. His attempts
to build a shelter are clumsy, and he nearly starves. These early chapters in My Side Of The
Mountain are brutally honest. Jean Craighead George does not sugarcoat the hardships of living
off the land. Sam must learn to identify edible plants, catch fish with his bare hands, and navigate
the dense forest.
His  first  major  breakthrough  comes  when  he  discovers  a  large,  hollow  hemlock  tree.  Using  this
natural cavity as the shell of his home, Sam begins to build a real dwelling. He constructs a door, a
fireplace, and a bed of deerskin. This "treehouse" becomes the iconic symbol of the novel—a literal
"side of the mountain" where he makes his stand. The process of transforming a hole in a tree into a
warm, functional home is a masterclass in problem-solving and ingenuity.

The Arrival of Frightful
The emotional heart of the story is Sam's relationship with a peregrine falcon he names Frightful.
After  finding a  nest  and taking an eyas  (a  young falcon),  Sam invests  weeks training her  to  hunt.
Frightful is not just a pet; she is Sam's partner. She provides meat for his table and becomes his
closest companion. The detailed descriptions of falconry in My Side Of The Mountain are among
the most compelling in the book. Jean Craighead George meticulously explains the process of
manning the bird, teaching her to fly to the fist, and the ultimate thrill of watching her hunt in the
wild.
Frightful represents the delicate balance Sam must strike between taming nature and respecting its
freedom.  This  relationship  is  the  emotional  anchor  of  the  story,  teaching  readers  about
responsibility, patience, and the profound bond that can exist between humans and animals.

Key Characters and Their Roles
While Sam is the sole protagonist for much of the book, several key characters enrich the narrative
of My Side Of The Mountain.

Sam Gribley: The main character. He is resourceful, stubborn, and deeply connected to the
land. His growth from a naive city boy to a skilled woodsman is the central arc of the novel.
Frightful: Sam's peregrine falcon. She is more than a pet; she is his primary source of food
and his most loyal friend.
Bando: A college student and "Baron of Weeds" who stumbles upon Sam's tree home. Bando
becomes a trusted adult friend, providing companionship and intellectual stimulation. He
represents the bridge between the wilderness and the civilized world.
Matt Spell: The town librarian who becomes a friend and supporter of Sam. He helps Sam by
providing books and keeping his secret.
The Gribley Family: Sam’s parents and siblings. While they appear only briefly, they are the
catalyst for his journey. His father’s parting words, which imply he understands Sam’s need for
freedom, add a poignant layer to the story.
The Weasels and Wild Animals: Frequently, the forest animals themselves act as
characters. The Baron (a weasel) and other creatures are constant companions and obstacles,

reinforcing the theme that Sam is just one part of a larger ecosystem.

MAJOR THEMES IN THE NOVEL

The power of My Side Of The Mountain lies in its complex themes, which are woven seamlessly
into the fabric of Sam’s adventure.

Self-Reliance and Independence
This is the most obvious theme. Sam must learn to do everything for himself. He builds his house,
makes his clothes (from deerskin), preserves food, and tends to his own health. The novel serves as
a powerful  antidote to the helplessness that can come from modern convenience.  It  asks the
question: "Do you have what it takes to survive alone?" For young readers, this is an incredibly
empowering fantasy. Sam proves that with determination, observation, and hard work, a person can
accomplish almost anything.

Man vs. Nature (and Living with Nature)
This theme is explored with nuance. Sam does not conquer nature; he learns to live within its limits.
He respects the storms, the predators, and the changing seasons. He takes only what he needs. The
novel celebrates a symbiotic relationship between humans and the environment, a central tenet of
the environmental writing that Jean Craighead George championed. It is a strong argument for
conservation and understanding the land.

Family and Belonging
Although Sam runs away from his family, he is not rejecting them. He is seeking a place where he
can  belong  on  his  own  terms.  He  writes  letters  home,  hoping  for  a  visit.  When  his  family  finally
discovers his location, the reunion is not one of anger but of wonder. The ending of My Side Of The
Mountain suggests that independence does not have to mean isolation. Sam’s family eventually
joins him, recognizing that his wild home is also a home for them. Belonging is not about a physical
location but about finding your tribe—even if that tribe is a colony of city dwellers in the woods.

Education and Observation
Sam’s survival is entirely dependent on his ability to observe the natural world. He reads books from
the library, but his true education comes from watching the squirrels, the hawks, and the plants. The
novel is a powerful argument for experiential learning. Sam doesn't just read about making a fire; he
tries and fails and tries again. Jean Craighead George subtly teaches readers that the greatest
classroom is the outdoors.

WRITING STYLE AND LITERARY MERIT

One of the reasons My Side Of The Mountain has endured is the quality of its writing. Jean
Craighead George employs a straightforward, descriptive style that is both poetic and practical.
She doesn't use flowery language; instead, she uses concrete details that appeal to the senses. You
can smell the wet leaves, feel the cold wind, and hear the screech of Frightful as she dives for a
rabbit.
The narrative is told from Sam’s first-person perspective, which gives the reader immediate access
to his thoughts, fears, and triumphs. This point of view makes the story deeply personal. We are not
just watching Sam; we are inside his head, learning alongside him. The book is structured as a series
of journal-like entries, which adds to its authenticity. It feels like a diary of a real adventure. The
pacing is excellent, moving from the desperation of the first few days to the comfortable rhythm of
established survival.
The novel also has a strong sense of time and place. The Catskill Mountains are a character in
themselves. The detailed descriptions of the flora and fauna—the chestnut trees, the ruffed grouse,
the deer—are all specific and accurate. George’s background as a naturalist shines through, giving
the book a documentary-like realism that is rare in fiction.

Prequels and Sequels: The Mountain
Trilogy
My Side Of The Mountain is the first book in a trilogy. For readers who fall in love with Sam and
Frightful, there is more to explore:

On the Far Side of the Mountain (1990): This sequel picks up several years later. Sam and
Frightful have become local legends. When a government agent threatens to take Frightful
away, Sam must fight to keep her. This book also introduces a female protagonist, Alice, who
adds a new dynamic to the story.
Frightful's Mountain (1999): This novel shifts the perspective to Frightful herself. After she
is captured and relocated, the story explores themes of conservation, animal rights, and the
circle of life. It is a more mature and environmentally focused book that completes the trilogy
beautifully.

Reading the entire trilogy provides a full circle conclusion to Sam and Frightful’s story, but the
original book remains the most powerful and impactful.

IMPACT ON LITERATURE AND POP CULTURE

The influence of My Side Of The Mountain on children’s literature cannot be overstated. It is often
cited as one of the first modern wilderness survival stories for young readers. It paved the way for
other books in the genre, such as Hatchet by Gary Paulsen. The concept of a child surviving alone
in the wild has become a staple of the genre, and Sam Gribley is the archetypal hero of this type of
story.
The  book  has  also  been  adapted  into  a  1969  film  starring  Teddy  Eccles  as  Sam.  While  the  film
differs significantly from the book (it adds a love interest and changes the ending), it captured the
imagination of a new generation. The movie is a nostalgic favorite for many who grew up in the
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1970s and 1980s. Furthermore, the novel has been used extensively in educational settings. It is often a centerpiece


